My Afternoon in the Weather

By Lt. Bradford Wallace, TH-57B
I remember my flight school instructors telling me that if you don't speak up and look out for your safety, then chances are nobody will. My story goes back to the HTs when I was still a young aviator. It was my second solo at the completion of the fam syllabus in the TH-57B. In other words, two students flying without instructors in a non-instrument rated aircraft with very basic heading and attitude flight instruments. Having fallen behind my classmates' schedule, while waiting to complete this solo, the weather finally broke and an aircraft was available. I was called to the duty office and told to get ready for my solo. Excited to finally accomplish this flight and move on to the next part of the syllabus, I called one of my good friends to be my copilot. 

By the time my friend got to the squadron and we went to the duty office, it was mid-afternoon. We received our preflight SDO brief from an instructor. As we looked at the weather, we questioned if we should depart because it looked like some of the afternoon thunderstorms were forming to the west. The SDO said, "It will be fine and the instructor at Spencer Field reported clear skies."  
We felt content, and with an aircraft issued to us, completed our preflight checks. Prior to taking off, we noticed gray skies and thunderheads forming to the west. Again, we talked to the SDO, and he said that Spencer Field "was good to go for the solo."  In retrospect, I should have realized the internal and external pressure to complete my solo. I could have suggested that we wait 20 minutes to see what would happen with the weather, but my copilot and I pressed on with the flight. Even though my copilot and I discussed what we would do if the weather presented a problem, in hindsight it was not thorough enough. 

So, with reports indicating conditions safe to continue, we tookoff. By the time we hit the first checkpoint outbound, we could see rain falling. When we called inbound for Spencer, we could see it storming over the field. The inexperienced aviator mistakes increased at this point. First, upon calling inbound for the field and realizing it was storming, I should have immediately turned around and flown back to Whiting Field. However, we continued. Second, with the option to depart the pattern, I should have flown over the field and continued outbound back to Whiting Field. However, I failed to select that option as well. I continued into the field and committed myself to the landing. As I began to set up for the approach, the rain intensified to the point that I could not see outside the aircraft. In our non-instrument rated aircraft, we lost all visual references to the horizon and ground below us. As we continued with the approach to a landing, we noticed that our rate of descent had increased to over 700 fpm. Quickly I pulled collective to correct the situation as we continued through 200 feet. Coming through 125 feet, my copilot and I were finally able to pick up a ground reference, and we set the bird down. Safe on deck, we decided to wait out the storm; finally a smart decision. 

While on deck waiting for the storm to pass, we discussed the sequence of events and decisions that got us into this mess. We could have spoken up to the duty office or turned back around once the weather got bad. To meet a perceived schedule pressure, I let myself be pressured into a flight that should have been done under better conditions another time. Fortunately, some good Crew Resource Management (CRM) helped get us through the bad situation. We elected to have my copilot make the radio calls while I had my hands full with flying the helicopter in the rapidly degrading environment. He also backed me up on the basic flight instruments as we flew the approach to a landing at the field. Without his assistance, we would not have been as successful in overcoming the challenges that we encountered.

That flight was my first lesson on operational risk management (ORM) and taught me the importance of CRM in the cockpit. These skills are not just nice lists to memorize, but they are a set of principles that will keep you alive. Many times in our careers, we have seen the pressure that comes with getting the "X," “completing the mission” or "get home-itis." Unfortunately, in aviation, the pressure to "complete" is especially common when training is falling behind or an event is difficult to schedule. Using ORM to manage the flight schedule and CRM to be more assertive would have kept my crew and aircraft on the deck and out of danger. There is a saying, "I'd rather be on the ground wishing I was flying…than in the air wishing I was on the ground."  That definitely proved to be true on that day. 

Ltjg. Bradford flies with HSL-37.

